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PRAISE FOR RUTH RENDELL
"Unequivocally the most brilliant mystery writer of
our time. Her stories are a lesson in a human nature as
capable of the most exotic love as it is of the cruelest
murder. She does not avert her gaze ... she magnificently
triumphs in a style that is uniquely hers and
mesmerizing." —Patricia Cornwell

"Rendell’s clear, shapely prose casts the mesmerizing spell
of the confessional." — The New Yorker

"Superior crime writing by one of the best in the world." — The Ottawa Citizen
"Rendell writes with such elegance and restraint, with
such a literate voice and an insightful mind, that she
transcends the mystery genre and achieves something
almost sublime." — Los Angeles Times

"One of the finest practitioners of her craft in the
English-speaking world ... Even with the crowded,
competitive and fecund world of career mystery writers,
Ruth Rendell is recognized as a phenomenon."


— The New York Times Book Review
"Ruth Rendell is the best mystery writer in the English-speaking world." —Time
"British crime at its best can be found in the fiction of
Ruth Rendell, for whom no superlative is sufficient."


—Chronicle-Herald (Halifax)
"Ruth Rendell is surely one of the great novelists
presently at work in our language.... She is a writer
whose work should be read by anyone who either
enjoys brilliant mystery or distinguished literature."


— Scott Turow

The Children’s Crusade, he called it after it was all over,  because children played such a big part in it. Yet it wasn’t  really about children at all. Not one of them was physically injured, not one of them suffered bodily pain or was  even made to cry beyond the common lot of people of  their age. The mental pain they endured, the emotional  traumas and psychological damage—well, those were  another thing. Who knows what impression certain sights  leave on children? And who can tell what actions those  impressions will precipitate? If any. Perhaps, as people  once believed, they are character-forming. They make us  strong. After all, the world is a hard place and we may as  well learn it young. All childhoods are unhappy, said  Freud. But then, thought Wexford, some childhoods are  unhappier than others.
These children, the crusaders, were witnesses. There  are many who believe children should never be permitted  to be witnesses. As it is, laws are in place to protect them  from exploitation by the law. But who will stop them  from seeing what they witnessed in the first place? His  daughter Sylvia, the social worker, said that she sometimes  thought, after what she had seen, that all children should  be taken from their parents at birth. On the other hand,  if any busybody of a social worker tried to take her children away from her, she’d fight him tooth and nail.
The children in question, in Wexford’s questions and  questioning, came from all over Kingsmarkham and the other small towns and villages, from an estate the newspapers, in their current favorite word, called "infamous,"  from the millionaires’ row they called "leafy," and from  the middle class in between. They were given, or occasionally baptized with, the names that had become popular in the eighties and nineties: Kaylee and Scott, Gary  and Lee, Sasha and Sanchia.
In one class in Kingsmarkham’s St. Peter’s Primary  School it was tactless to ask after someone’s father because  most of the children were unsure who their father was.  Raised on crisps and chips and chocolate and take-away,  they were nevertheless the healthiest generation of children the country has ever known. If one of them had been  smacked, he or she would have taken the perpetrator to  the European Court of Human Rights. Mental torture  was another story, and no one knew what that story was,  though many tried to write it every day.
The eldest of the children Wexford was interested in  was on the upper limits of childhood. She was sixteen, old  enough to marry, though not to vote, old enough to leave  school if she so chose and leave home too if she wanted to.
Her name was Lizzie Cromwell.
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On the day Lizzie came back from the dead the police and  her family and neighbors had already begun the search for  her body. They worked on the open countryside between  Kingsmarkham and Myringham, combing the hillsides  and beating through the woods. It was April but cold and  wet, and a sharp northeast wind was blowing. Their task  was not a pleasant one; no one laughed or joked and there  was little talking.
Lizzie’s stepfather was among the searchers, but her  mother was too upset to leave the house. The evening  before, the two of them had appeared on television to  appeal for Lizzie to come home, for her abductor or  attacker, whatever he might be, to release her. Her mother  said she was only sixteen, which was already known, and  that she had learning difficulties, which was not. Her stepfather was a lot younger than her mother, perhaps ten years,  and looked very young. He had long hair and a beard and  wore several earrings, all in the same ear. After the television appearance several people phoned Kingsmarkham  Police Station and opined that Colin Crowne had murdered his stepdaughter. One said Colin had buried her on  the building site down York Street, a quarter of a mile  down the road from where the Crownes and Lizzie lived  on the Muriel Campden Estate. Another told Detective  Sergeant Vine that she had heard Colin Crowne threaten  to kill Lizzie "because she was as thick as two planks."
"Those folks as go on telly to talk about their missing  kids," said a caller who refused to give her name, "they’re  always the guilty ones. It’s always the dad. I’ve seen it time and time again. If you don’t know that, you’ve no business  being in the police."
Chief Inspector Wexford thought she was dead. Not  because of what the anonymous caller said, but because all  the evidence pointed that way. Lizzie had no boyfriend,  she was not at all precocious, she had a low IQ and was  rather slow and timid. Three evenings before, she had  gone with some friends on the bus to the cinema in  Myringham, but at the end of the film the other two girls  had left her to come home alone. They had asked her to  come clubbing with them but Lizzie had said her mother  would be worried—the friends thought Lizzie herself was  worried at the idea—and they left her at the bus stop. It  was just before eight-thirty and getting dark. She should  have been home in Kingsmarkham by nine-fifteen, but  she didn’t come home at all. At midnight her mother had  phoned the police.
If she had been, well, a different sort of girl, Wexford  wouldn’t have paid so much attention. If she had been  more like her friends. He hesitated about the phrase he  used even in his own mind, for he liked to keep to his personal brand of political correctness in his thoughts as well  as his speech. Not to be absurd about it, not to use ridiculous expressions like intellectually challenged, but not to be  insensitive either and call a girl such as Lizzie Cromwell  mentally handicapped or retarded. Besides, she wasn’t  either of those things, she could read and write, more or  less, she had a certain measure of independence and went  about on her own. In daylight, at any rate. But she wasn’t  fit just the same to be left alone after dark on a lonely  road. Come to that, what girl was?
So he thought she was dead. Murdered by someone.  What he had seen of Colin Crowne he hadn’t much liked,  but he had no reason to suspect him of killing his stepdaughter. True, some years before he married Debbie  Cromwell, Crowne had been convicted of assault on a  man outside a pub, and he had another conviction for taking and driving away—in other words, stealing—a car.  But what did all that amount to? Not much. It was more  likely that someone had stopped and offered Lizzie a lift.
"Would she accept a lift from a stranger?" Vine had  asked Debbie Crowne.
"Sometimes it’s hard to make her like understand  things," Lizzie’s mother had said. "She’ll sort of say yes  and no and smile—she smiles a lot, she’s a happy kid—  but you don’t know if it’s like sunk in. Do you, Col?"
"I’ve told her never talk to strangers," said Colin  Crowne. "I’ve told her till I’m blue in the face, but what  do I get? A smile and a nod and another smile, then she’ll  just say something else, something loony, like the sun’s  shining or what’s for tea."
"Not loony, Col," said the mother, obviously hurt.
"You know what I mean."
So when she had been gone three nights and it was the  morning of the third day, Colin Crowne and the neighbors on either side of the Crownes on the Muriel  Campden Estate started searching for Lizzie. Wexford  had already talked to her friends and the driver of the bus  she should have been on but hadn’t been on, and  Inspector Burden and Sergeant Vine had talked to  dozens of motorists who used that road daily around  about that time. When the rain became torrential, which  happened at about four in the afternoon, they called off  the search for that day, but they were set to begin again  at first light. Taking DC Lynn Fancourt with him,  Wexford went over to Puck Road for another talk with  Colin and Debbie Crowne.
When it was built in the sixties, on an open space that  would now be called a "green field area," between the  top of York Street and the western side of Glebe Road,  the three streets and block of flats on a green in the midst  of them, it had been called the York Estate. The then  chairman of the housing committee, who had done A Midsummer Night’s Dream for his school certificate and  was proud of the knowledge thus gained, named the  streets after characters in that comedy, Oberon, Titania,  and Puck. This last had always been a problem to tenants,  the police, and the local authority because of the opportunity it gave the local youth of transforming, with a can  of spray paint and the minimum effort, an innocent name  into an obscenity.
Muriel Campden had been the chair (as she must now  be designated) of Kingsmarkham Borough Council longer  than anyone else, and when she died, the York Estate was  renamed after her. A move was afoot to erect a statue of  her on the green opposite the council offices, a building  newly named the Municipal Centre. Half the population  was in favor and half was vehemently opposed.
"I’d have thought this place was memorial enough,"  said Wexford, eyeing the triangle of squat sixties houses in  the midst of which reared up a truncated tower, six stories  high. Titania, Oberon, and Puck Roads looked as if built  out of absorbent breeze blocks that had soaked up the rain  of two dozen wet winters and had rendered them the  darkest shade of charcoal. "Very appropriate for Muriel  Campden. She was a dark, gray, gloomy sort of woman."  He pointed to the street sign at the beginning of Puck  Road, once more defaced. "Look at that. You’d think  they’d get bored with doing it."
"Little things please little minds, sir," said Lynn just as  the door was opened and they were admitted to No. 45 by  the occupier of No. 47. This was a neighbor called Sue  Ridley, who conducted them into the presence of Debbie  and Colin Crowne, sitting side by side on a sofa. They  were both smoking cigarettes and both watching, or at  any rate looking at, a television quiz show.
Debbie jumped up and screamed when they came in,  "They’ve found her! She’s dead!"
"No, no, Mrs. Crowne, we’ve no news for you. Nothing  has happened. May I sit down?"
"Do what you want," said Colin Crowne in customary  surly tones.
He lit a cigarette and gave his wife one without asking  her. The atmosphere in the small room was already thick  with smoke. Rain beat relentlessly on the windows. On  the screen a quiz contender, asked if Oasis was a town in  Saudi, a pop group, or a West End cinema, was unable to  answer. Debbie Crowne called fretfully to her neighbor to  make another cup of tea, "Would you, Sue, love?"
Wexford and his team had already asked all the relevant  questions, and he was there more to convince Mrs.  Crowne that everything was being done that could be done  than to elicit more information. But he did press once  more for the names of any relatives or even friends living  in distant parts of the country to whom Lizzie might conceivably have gone. Such a man or woman would have to  have been marooned on a newspaper-less, radio-less and  TV-less island in perhaps the Outer Hebrides not to have  known that Lizzie Cromwell had vanished and that the  police were hunting for her, but he still asked. For something to say, for the sake of something to distract Debbie  Crowne’s mind from the horror of her fears.
The doorbell rang at the very moment Sue Ridley  brought in their tea, four mugs of it with the teabags still  in as well as the milk and no spoons. She deposited the  mugs in a bunch on the table and went to answer the  door, saying it would be her partner, come back from  going out with the search party.
Her loud shout made Wexford jump. "You naughty  girl, wherever have you been!"
Everybody stood up, the door opened, and a girl came  in, water running from her hair and clothes as if she had  just stepped out of a bathful of it. Debbie Crowne  screamed and, screaming, threw her arms around her  daughter, oblivious of her soaking clothes.
"I’m cold, Mum," said Lizzie, smiling waterily through  chattering teeth. "I’m ever so cold."
[image: image]
She was back and safe, and apparently unharmed, and that,  at first, was all that mattered. Wexford left, deputing Mike  Burden and Lynn Fancourt to talk to Lizzie after she had  had a hot bath. He was to question her himself on the following day and several times on subsequent days because  her response was far from satisfactory. In other words, she  refused—or was unable—to say where she had been.
He said nothing, he knew nothing, of this when he  walked into his own house at six, early for him, but he did  tell his wife Lizzie Cromwell was found. "Rather, she  seems to have come back of her own accord. It’ll be on the  news at nine."
"Where had she been?" said Dora.
"I don’t know. Off with some boy, I dare say. That’s  usually what it is. The fact that their parents don’t know  there is a boy means nothing."
"I suppose it was the same with us. I suppose Sylvia  and Sheila had boyfriends we never knew about, as well as  the ones we did. Which reminds me, Sylvia is bringing  Robin and Ben to us for the night. Neil’s away somewhere  and she’s got this new job."
"Ah, The Hide helpline. I didn’t know she had to work  nights."
"I wish she didn’t have to. It’s far too much for her,  with her day job as well. I don’t suppose The Hide pays  much."
"If I know anything about it," said Wexford, "The  Hide pays nothing at all."
He was on the phone to Burden when his elder daughter arrived with his grandsons. Burden had made the call,  incensed at Lizzie Cromwell’s refusal to talk.
"You mean she won’t say where she’s been?"
"I thought she couldn’t talk. I honestly thought she was  dumb. Well, she’s not entirely normal, is she?"
"She can talk," said Wexford repressively. "I’ve heard her."
"Oh, so have I—now."
"And she’s as normal as you are or as normal as half the  people in this place. It’s just that she’s not a genius."  Wexford cleared his throat. "Like you and your ilk," he  added nastily, for Burden had just gained membership of  Mensa on an IQ rumored to be 152. "Why won’t she say  where she’s been?"
"I don’t know. Scared. Obstinate. Doesn’t want her  mum and Earrings to know, I’d guess."
"Okay, we’ll have another go tomorrow."
Wexford’s daughter Sylvia was a social worker. She had  been a mature student when she studied for her sociology  degree, for she had married at eighteen. The two boys  who came running out of the kitchen when their grandfather put down the phone were the offspring of that  marriage. Wexford said hello to them, admired a new  Nintendo and a Game Boy, and asked if their mother was  still in the house.
"She’s talking to Gran," said Ben in the tone of disgust  someone might use when castigating deeply antisocial  behavior.
All parents have a favorite among their children,  though they may, like Wexford, strive always to conceal  that preference. He had failed to hide his bias in favor of  his younger daughter and he knew it, so he kept on trying. With Sylvia he was more effusive, he never missed  giving her a kiss each time they met, listened attentively  when she spoke to him, and pretended not to be ruffled  when she rubbed him the wrong way. For Sylvia lacked  her sister’s charm and, although pleasant enough to look  at, was without Sheila’s beauty. Sylvia was an opinionated,  didactic, often aggressive feminist, with a talent for saying  the wrong thing, a faultfinder, bad at marriage but expert  at rearing children. She was also—and Wexford knew it—  good as gold, with an oversize social conscience.
He found her sitting at the kitchen table with a mug of  tea in front of her, lecturing her mother on domestic violence. Dora had apparently asked the classic question, the one that, according to Sylvia, betrays ignorance of the  whole subject: "But if their husbands beat them, why  don’t they leave?"
"That question is just so typical," Sylvia was saying, "of  the sort of woman who is completely out of touch with  the world around her. Leave, you say. Where is she—we’ll  say she, not they—where is she to go? She’s dependent on  him, she has nothing of her own. She has children—is she  to take her children? Sure, he beats her, he breaks her nose  and knocks out her teeth, but afterwards, every time, he  says he’s sorry, he won’t do it again. She wants to keep  things normal, she wants to keep the family together—  Oh, hi, Dad, how are things?"
Wexford kissed her, said things were fine and how was  work on the crisis line.
"The helpline, we call it. I was telling Mother about it.  Mind you, it breaks your heart, all of it. And some of the  worst is the attitude of the public. It’s extraordinary, but a  lot of people still think there’s something funny about a  man beating up a woman. It’s a joke, it’s a seaside-postcard  kind of thing. They ought to see some of the injuries we  see, some of the scars. And as for the police ..."
"Now, Sylvia, wait a minute." Wexford’s resolutions  flew out of the window. "We have a program here in Mid-Sussex for dealing with domestic violence, we emphatically do not treat assaults on women in the home as a routine  part of married life." His voice rose. "We’re even putting in  place a scheme to encourage friends and neighbors to  report evidence of domestic violence. It’s called Hurt-Watch, and if you haven’t heard about it, you should have."
’’All right, all right. But you have to admit all that’s very  new. It’s very recent."
"It sounds like the Stasi or the KGB to me," said Dora.  "The nanny state gone mad."
"Mother, suppose it is a nanny state, what’s wrong with  having a nanny to look after you? I’ve often wished I could  afford one. Some of these women are utterly helpless, no one cared about them until the refuges started. And if that  isn’t evidence enough of the need, there aren’t refuge places  enough, there aren’t halfenough to meet the need ..."
Wexford left the room quietly and went to find his  grandsons.
The boys’ school was on the outskirts of Myfleet, and next  morning Wexford drove them there before going on to  work. His route took him through the Brede Valley, under  Savesbury Hill and along the edge of Framhurst Great  Wood, and he never went that way without thankfulness  that the bypass, started the previous year, had been  shelved on a change of government. Newbury was completed but Salisbury would never be built, nor would  Kingsmarkham (insofar as you could ever say "never" in  connection with such things). It was unusual to feel glad  about frugality, relieved that something couldn’t be afforded, but this was a rare instance of that happening. The yellow caddis would be saved and the map butterfly. You  could even say that some kinds of wildlife benefited from  the bypass plans, since the badgers retained their old setts  and gained man-made new ones, while the butterfly had  two nettle plantations to feed on instead of just one.
At the point where the bypass had been due to start  and where work on it had begun, earth had been shifted  by diggers and excavators. No one, it appeared, had any  intention of restoring the terrain to its former level, and  grass and wild plants had grown over the new landscape of  mounds and declivities, so that in the years to come these  hills and valleys would seem a natural phenomenon. Or so  Wexford said, commenting on the strange scenery.
’’And in hundreds of years, Granddad," said Robin,  "archaeologists may think those hills were the burial  ground of an ancient tribe."
"Very likely," said Wexford, "good point."
"Tumuli," Robin said, savoring the word, "that’s what  they’ll call them."
"Are you pleased?" Ben asked.
"What, that they didn’t build the bypass? Yes, I am,  very pleased. I didn’t like them cutting down the trees and  tearing up the hedges. I didn’t like the road building."
"I did," said Ben. "I liked the diggers. I’m going to  drive a JCB when I’m grown up and then I’ll dig up the  whole world."
It was the loveliest time of the year, unless early May,  still a month off, might be more lush and floral, but now  in April the trees were misted over with green and pale  amber, and the Great Wood, which in May would be carpeted with bluebells, showed celandines and aconites,  both bright gold, studding the forest floor. After he had  dropped the boys at the school gate and waited a moment  or two to see them shepherded into the building, he drove  back, musing on children’s taste, and on the beauties of  nature and when children were first affected by them.  Girls sooner than boys, he thought, girls as young as  seven, while boys seemed not to notice scenery—rivers  and hills, woodland, the distant landscape of downs, and  the high skyscape of clouds—until well into their teens.  And yet all the great nature poets had been men. Of  course, Sylvia might be right and there had been great  women poets too, born to be unrecognized and waste  their sweetness on the desert air.
Meanwhile, he had a girl to talk to, one who might or  might not care about pastoral beauty and badgers and  butterflies, but who seemed amiable enough and who  smiled timorously when her stepfather scolded her and  when she was soaked to the skin. Not a wild teenager, not  a rebel.
She was sitting on the sofa in the front room of 45 Puck  Road, watching a dinosaur cartoon video, designed for  children half her age, called Jurassic Larks. Or staring  unseeing at it, Wexford thought. Anything rather than  have to look at him and Lynn Fancourt.
At a nod from Wexford, Lynn picked up the remote  off the table. "I think we’ll have this off, Lizzie. It’s time  to talk."
As the pink brontosaurus faded and the pterodactyl  with baby ichthyosaur in its mouth vanished in a flicker,  Lizzie made a deprecating sound, a kind of snort of  protest. She went on staring at the blank screen.
"You won’t get anything out of her," Debbie Crowne  said. "She’s that obstinate, you might as well talk to a  brick wall."
"How old are you, Lizzie?" Wexford asked.
"She’s sixteen." Debbie didn’t give her daughter a  chance to answer. "She was sixteen in January."
"In that case, Mrs. Crowne, perhaps it would be best  for us to talk to Lizzie on her own."
"What, not have me here?"
"The law requires a parent or responsible adult to be  present only when a child is under sixteen."
Lizzie spoke, though she didn’t turn her head. "I’m not  a child."
"If you would, please, Mrs. Crowne."
"Oh, all right, if you say so. But she won’t say anything." Debbie Crowne put her hand up to her mouth as  if she had just recollected something. "If she does say  something, you’ll tell me, won’t you? I mean, she could  have been anywhere, with anyone. There’s no knowing, is  there? I mean, she could be pregnant."
Lizzie made the same sound she had when her video  was turned off. Saying, "It’s all very well grunting like that,  but I reckon she ought to be examined," Debbie Crowne  left the room, shutting the door rather too smartly behind  her. The girl didn’t move.
"You were away from your home for three days,  Lizzie," Wexford said. "You’d never done anything like  that before, had you?"
Silence. Lizzie bent her head still farther so that her  face was entirely concealed by hanging hair. It was pretty hair, red-gold, long, and wavy. The hands in her lap had  bitten nails. "You didn’t go alone, did you? Did someone  take you away, Lizzie?"
When it was clear she wasn’t going to answer that  either, Lynn said, "Whatever you did or wherever you  went, no one is going to punish you. Are you afraid of getting into trouble? You won’t."
"No one is going to harm you, Lizzie," said Wexford.  "We only want to know where you went. If you went away  because you wanted to be with someone you like, you’ve a  right to do that. No one can stop you doing that. But, you  see, everyone was looking for you, the police and your parents and your friends were all looking for you. So now we  have a right too. We’ve a right to know where you were."
The grunt came again, a straining sound like that made  by someone in pain. "I can understand you might not  want to tell me," Wexford said. "I can go away. You could  be alone with Lynn. You could talk to Lynn. Would you  like that?"
She looked up then. Her face, a rather pretty, pudgy  face, freckled about the nose and forehead, was blank, her  pale blue eyes vacant. She moistened her thin, pink lips.  Frown lines appeared as if she was concentrating hard but  as if the intellectual effort of whatever it was, was too  much for her. Then she nodded. Not as people usually  nod, repeating several times the up-and-down motion of  the head, but just once and jerkily, almost curtly.
"That’s good." Wexford went out of the room into the  hall, a narrow passage that contained a bicycle and a crate  full of empty bottles. He tapped on a door at the end and  was admitted into a kitchen-diner. Colin Crowne was  nowhere to be seen. His wife was sitting in the dining area  on a high stool up at a counter, drinking coffee and smoking a cigarette. "There’s a chance your daughter may feel  more able to talk to DC Fancourt on her own."
"If you say so, but if she won’t talk to her own  mother ..."
"What would your attitude be if it turns out she’s been  with a boyfriend?"
"She hasn’t," said Debbie Crowne, stubbing out her  cigarette in a saucer, "so I couldn’t have an attitude."
"Let me put it another way. Could she be afraid of  what would happen if you found out she had been with a  boyfriend?"
"Look, she hasn’t got a boyfriend. I’d know. I know  where she is every minute of the day, I have to, she’s not—  well, you know what she is. She’s a bit—she’s got to be  looked after."
"Nevertheless, she was out on her own with friends on  Saturday evening, and though she went to Myringham  with them, they left her to come home on her own."
"Well, they shouldn’t have. I’ve told them over and  over not to leave Lizzie to do things on her own. I’ve told  them and her."
"They’re sixteen, Mrs. Crowne, and they don’t always  do as they’re told."
She shifted off the subject to one obviously nearer to  her heart. "But what about like I said if she’s pregnant,  she ought to have a medical, she ought to be looked at.  Suppose he did something to her, we don’t know what  he did."
"Are you suggesting she was raped?"
"No, I’m not, of course I’m not, I’d know that all right."
Then if she hasn’t a boyfriend and she wasn’t raped,  how could she possibly be pregnant? He didn’t say it aloud  but went back to the living room, first knocking on the  door. Lynn was there but the girl was gone.
"I couldn’t exactly stop her, sir. She wanted to go  upstairs to her bedroom and I couldn’t stop her."
"No. We’ll leave it for now." In the car he asked Lynn  what had been the result of the interview, if there had in  fact been an interview. "Did she say anything?"
"She told me a lot of lies, sir. I know they were lies. It  was as if—well, she’d realized she had to say something to get us to leave her alone. Unfortunately for her, she has  rather a limited imagination, but she tried."
"So what tall stories did this limited imagination come  up with?"
"She was waiting at the bus stop and it was raining. A  lady—that’s how she put it—a lady came along in a car  and offered her a lift but she refused because Colin had  told her never to accept lifts from strangers. The bus didn’t  come and it was pouring with rain so she went into an  empty house with boarded-up windows—the house with  the apple tree, she calls it—and sat on the floor waiting for  the rain to stop ..."
"I don’t believe it!"
"I said you wouldn’t. I didn’t."
"How did she get in?"
"The door wasn’t locked. She pushed it open. Then  when the rain had stopped and she thought she’d go back  to the bus stop, she couldn’t get out because someone had  come along and locked her in. She stayed in there for  three nights and three days with nothing to eat, though  she could get water from a tap, and she found blankets to  wrap herself in and keep herself warm. Then the door was  unlocked, she escaped and caught the bus home."
No one believed Lizzie’s story, but it was worth going to  Myringham and taking a look.
"No need for you to do that, sir." Lynn meant it was  beneath someone of his rank. "I can do it."
"It’s either that or back to the paperwork," said  Wexford.
Vine had talked to the two friends, Hayley Lawrie and  Kate Burton, and both said they had walked with Lizzie  to the bus stop. They had promised not to leave her alone  and they hadn’t, not really, only for five minutes, the bus  was due in five minutes. Hayley said she wished now she  had stayed with Lizzie till the bus came, but Kate said it  didn’t matter anyway because no harm had come to Lizzie.
The bus stop was the nearest one to the cinema where  they had been, but still it was on the outskirts of  Myringham, on the old Kingsmarkham Road. The first  thing Wexford noticed was the derelict house. The bus  stop was directly in front of it. All its windows boarded  up, half the slates off its roof, its front gate hanging from  a single hinge, the house stood in an overgrown patch of  garden in which the one beautiful thing about the whole  place was the cherry tree in rose-pink blossom. Not an  apple, as Lizzie had said, but a Japanese kanzan. The front  door of the house had been painted an aggressive dark  green some twenty years before, and now the paint was  peeling. Wexford turned the blackened brass knob and  pushed it, wondering how he would feel about Lizzie if  the door yielded. But it was locked.
They went around to the back. Here the boards were  hanging off one of the windows, or someone had been at  work attempting to remove them. Wexford made a quick  decision. "We’ll get in that way. And afterwards we’ll have  the window properly boarded up. Do the owner a service,  whoever he or she may be."
Perhaps Lizzie had got in that way or out that way or  both. The aperture was big enough for small or slight people to squeeze through, but Donaldson had to enlarge it  for Wexford with the aid of tools from the car boot.  Wexford stepped in over the ledge and Lynn and  Donaldson followed. Inside it was cold, damp, and  smelled of fungus. Floorboards had been taken up to disclose black pits, in some of which oily water lay. Most of  the furniture had been taken out long ago, though a black  horsehair settee remained in the room where they were  and the iron basket in the fireplace was full of empty crisp  packets and cigarette ends. Paper hung from the walls in  long, curling swaths.
In the only other downstairs room, apart from the  kitchen, two oil paintings still hung on mildewed walls,  one of a stag drinking from a pool, the other of a girl of vaguely Pre-Raphaelite appearance picking up shells on a  beach. No blankets anywhere. Upstairs still remained to  explore. Wexford was inspired to investigate the filthy  hole of a kitchen. He tried both taps. One was dry while  the other emitted a trickle of rusty water, red as blood.  Lizzie hadn’t drunk from that. The back door had no key  in its lock and no bolts. Wooden battens had been nailed  across its architrave. Lizzie hadn’t come in through the  front door either. It was bolted on the inside. The bolts  were rusty and couldn’t have been drawn back without the  use of tools.
"Can we get up the stairs, Lynn?" Wexford asked.  "They look as if someone’s been at them with a pickax."
"Just about, sir." Lynn eyed him, not the staircase, as if  she doubted his athleticism rather than the stability of  treads and risers.
An attempt had apparently been made to replace the  treads or remove them or to widen the whole structure  and had been abandoned, but not until the staircase was  partially demolished. Wexford let Lynn go first, not so  much out of politeness as from knowing that this way, if  he fell over backward, he wouldn’t fall on top of a small,  slim woman who probably weighed less than eight stone.  He trod gingerly, holding on, perhaps unwisely, to the  rickety banister and got safely to the top. His efforts were  rewarded by the sight of a large gray blanket covering  some sort of tank or at any rate large cuboid object.  Nothing else at all was in the two small attic bedrooms.
"I suppose she could have wrapped herself in this," said  Lynn, extending to Wexford the hand she had brought  away damp from contact with the blanket. "Though it  smells a bit musty." Above them, through a hole in the  stained plaster, the edge of a tile could be seen, and  beyond, a segment of blue and white sky.
"She might have drunk from a bathroom tap," said  Wexford, "if there were a bathroom." He shook his head.  "She may have been here, but not for three days."
"Does it matter, sir?" Lynn asked as they made their way  back down the perilous staircase. "I mean, she’s back and  she’s not hurt. Is it any of our concern where she was?"
"Maybe not. Maybe you’re right. I suppose it’s just  because I’d like to know."
He said much the same thing to Burden next day when  the inspector protested about his interest in something so  trivial. They were not at the police station but in the Olive  and Dove, for a beer at the end of the day’s work.
"Only I don’t seem to have done any work," said  Wexford, "just filled in those damned forms."
"Perhaps we’re beating crime at last."
"You jest. I don’t suppose a crime was committed  against Lizzie Cromwell or that she committed one, but  I’d like to know. Three days she was away, Mike, three days  and three nights. She wasn’t in that house—oh, we could  only establish that for sure by taking her fingerprints and  going over the place—but I know she wasn’t. She couldn’t  have got in, or if she had, she couldn’t have got out again  and restored that window to the way it was when we  found it. She lied about drinking water from a tap, she  lied about wrapping herself in a blanket, and she lied  about being locked in and then let out. So she wasn’t there  at all. I’m wondering if it would be worth putting out a  call for that woman, the one who offered her a lift."
"That may be a lie too."
"True. It may be." Wexford downed the last of his best  bitter. "So where was she?"
"With a man. They’re always with a man, you know  that. The fact that her mother says there’s no boyfriend  means nothing, and saying she never had the chance to  meet a boyfriend means nothing either. It doesn’t matter  what a girl looks like or how simple she is—all right, don’t  look like that, you know what I mean—or how shy or  whatever, the instinct in young human beings to reproduce  is so powerful that the most unlikely ones get together  like—like magnets."
"I hope there’ll be no reproduction in this case, though  I agree the most likely thing is that she was with a man, a  boy. It still doesn’t tell us where."
"At his place, of course."
"Ah, but there’s the difficulty. If he’s her age, the most  likely thing is that he lives with parents or one parent and  maybe siblings. If he’s older, he’s likely to be married or, as  they put it these days, ’in a relationship.’ The other people involved would know of her disappearance. Somebody  would have come to us."
"He could have taken her to a hotel."
"For three days and three nights, Mike? Is he that well-off? No, the only possibility that I can see is that he lives  alone in a room or flat of his own and that he took her  there. He kept her indoors for the whole of the three days  and three nights, and no one in the house or block of flats  saw her. I don’t like it, I don’t really believe it, but we  know what Sherlock Holmes said."
Burden had heard it too often from Wexford’s lips to be  in any doubt about it. "If all else is impossible, that which  remains must be so, or something like that." Burden went  to renew their drinks. Although he wasn’t going to say so,  or not yet, he was sick of Lizzie Cromwell and bored with  the whole thing. Wexford, in his opinion, was beginning  to get obsessive again, only in the past when he had had a  bee in his bonnet, it was over events rather more earthshaking than this. But if, when he returned to their table  with the two halves of Adnams, he hoped that Wexford  would choose a new subject of conversation, he was disappointed.
"So when her friends left her at the bus stop, she was  waiting for this guy to come along in a car, was she? Why  a bus stop then? Why not somewhere warm and dry like  a café?"
"Because she had to make her friends believe she was  waiting for a bus." Burden said it repressively. He hoped  he might have had the last word.
"You’re fed up with this, aren’t you? I know you are, I  can tell. I won’t bore you much longer. I think you’re right  about her reason for waiting at the bus stop, but I’d like to  dig a little deeper into that. Why did she want to make her  friends believe she was waiting for a bus?"
"So they wouldn’t know about the boyfriend."
"But why wouldn’t she want them to know? Wouldn’t  she be proud of having a boyfriend? Especially one with a  car and a place to take her? She could have trusted them.  They’d be the last to tell her mother."
"Maybe he’s married."
"Then he wouldn’t have a place to take her," said  Wexford, and though Burden waited for the next phase of  this reasoning, he said no more about it. "Hurt-Watch  meeting in the morning," he said instead. "Remember? Ten  sharp. Southby will be there, in case I haven’t told you."
At the prospect of an encounter with the new assistant  chief constable designate, Burden groaned softly.  Operation Safeguard, which the program had originally  been called, held little interest for him. His personal belief  was that what happened in the home belonged in the  home and should come as little as possible within the  province of the law. But he knew where Wexford’s sympathies lay, so he held his tongue.
Next morning, half an hour before the meeting was due to  begin, a woman came into the police station on her way  to work to say that she had seen Lizzie Cromwell at the  bus stop the previous Saturday evening. It was a matter of  chance that Wexford spoke to her at all. He and Barry  Vine happened to be passing the desk in the foyer of the  building where she was talking to the duty sergeant. Even  so, Barry came out with the usual formula, that he would  see to it, that it was hardly necessary for Wexford to ...
Bother my pretty little head about it, Wexford  thought but he didn’t say aloud. "We’ll go up to my  office," he said.
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It was Friday now and Lizzie had come home on Tuesday  afternoon. Wexford imparted this information to Mrs.  Pauline Ward, surprised that she seemed not to know it  already. "May I ask why you didn’t come before?" he  asked her.
"I never saw her picture till last night. It was in a paper  wrapping up a crab."
"It was what?"
"Look, I don’t take a paper. I mean, a daily paper. And  I don’t watch television news. I watch television but not  the news. It upsets me. I mean, if it’s not atrocities in  Albania or kids burnt to death in a fire, it’s baby seals getting clubbed to death. So I don’t look at it anymore."
"The crab, please, Mrs. Ward."
She was in her midfifties, smartly dressed, her skirt too  short and her eyelids too blue, but a handsome, well-kept  woman who had arrived—and parked it on the parking  place reserved for the assistant chief constable designate—  in a dark blue Audi, polished to a gleam. When she  smiled, as she now did, she showed a fine set of bright  white teeth.
"Oh, the crab," she said. "Yes, I stopped off at that  good fishmonger in York Street on my way home from  work last evening. I had a friend coming to supper and I’d  nothing for a starter, so I thought a crab would be nice  and the fishmonger wrapped it up in this newspaper. The  Times, I think it was. Anyway, when I unwrapped my  crab, I saw her picture and I remembered seeing her on  Monday night."
"I see. And when your friend came, did you say anything to her about it?"
"Him," said Mrs. Ward. "It’s a him, my friend." Her  tone was that of a woman who would hardly bother to  buy a crab for a female guest. "Well, no, I didn’t. Should  I have?"
"He might have told you Lizzie Cromwell was found.  That is, unless he too shies away from the news."
Pauline Ward gave him a suspicious sideways look. "I  don’t know whether he does or not. We don’t talk about  that sort of thing." She very nearly but not quite tossed her  head. "Don’t you want to know about Saturday night?"
Wexford nodded.
"All right, then. I work in Myringham. I’m the manager  of the Crescent Minimarket on the Heaven Spent mall  and we stay open till eight-thirty on Saturdays. It was  twenty to nine when I left. I had to lock up and go to my  car so, what with one thing and another, it was ten to  when I drove past that bus stop."
Wexford interrupted her. "How can you be so sure of  the time?"
"I always am, to the minute. I’m a clock-watcher.  Well, I suppose I’m a watch-watcher. I noted the time  when I left, and I saw that digital clock on the Midland  Bank just when I started driving off, and it said eight  fifty-four. I thought, ’That can’t be right, not as late as  that,’ and I checked it with my watch and the clock on  the car—I knew they were both right to the nearest second—and they both said eight forty-nine. Well, I  thought, I’ll go into the Midland and tell them—and I  did, I went in on the Tuesday. And by the time I’d  thought that, about the bank I mean, I was passing that  bus stop and the girl was there, and I thought, ’Poor  thing, having to wait for a bus in the rain. Shall I offer  her a lift.’ I thought, and then I thought, ’No, better not,’  because you never know, do you?"
So this wasn’t the woman who had offered Lizzie a lift  and had her offer rejected. But ten to nine ... Had the  girl really waited at the bus stop for twenty minutes?
’’Are you quite sure it was ten to nine?"
"I’ve told you, haven’t I? I always know the time.  What d’you want to know all this for, anyway, if she’s  come back?"
"I can’t tell you that, Mrs. Ward."
She got up. "Aren’t you going to thank me? I didn’t  have to come in here, you know. I wouldn’t have if I hadn’t  happened to buy that crab."
He took her downstairs and at the exit doors she  looked back over her shoulder and said, "You have an attitude problem, you know. You want to get it sorted."
Wexford restrained his laughter until she had gone. He  certainly had a problem, but it wasn’t one of attitude.  Rather, he was allowing himself to be ridiculously  involved in this Lizzie Cromwell business. She was back,  as everyone kept telling him, she had been away with a  boyfriend, but she was back and no harm was done. Had  the boyfriend kept her waiting at that bus stop for twenty  minutes? In the rain? Perhaps. It was possible. It struck  him—and the idea was very unwelcome—that Lizzie,  sweet, childishly pretty, not very bright, and probably  highly gullible, was the kind of person of whom the  unscrupulous would take advantage.
Did she go to a special school? And if not, why not?  Even if she did, would that school be the kind of place to  nurture her self-confidence and her street wisdom? He  doubted it. But he resolved to turn his back on Lizzie and  her problems and her family. It wasn’t a police matter.  Police time and the taxpayers’ money had been wasted on  it, but that happened all the time. You had to be thankful  there was no crime, there was no fatality or even injury,  and some would say the money and time had been well  spent when the outcome was such a happy one. So good-bye, Lizzie Cromwell, and let’s hope you’re not pregnant.
The Hurt-Watch meeting passed off uneventfully, even  satisfactorily. For once, Wexford and Malcolm Southby  were in agreement. Both wanted to prioritize (Southby’s  word, Wexford wasn’t in agreement with that) domestic  violence as serious crime, and both thought providing  women who were its victims with mobile phones and  pagers a good move. Simply knowing the police were on  their side was to take a step in the right direction.
"What about the ones who are victims but who have  never called us?" Karen Malahyde asked. "There’s a lot of  secrecy in this area. Many of these women will do almost  anything not to admit to being victims."
"I hardly see what we can do about that, DS  Malahyde," said Southby, who was parsimonious with the  taxpayers’ money, "short of supplying every lady in  Greater Kingsmarkham with expensive electronic equipment." Even when he approved a cause, the assistant chief  constable designate could scarcely resist sarcasm. He elaborated. "Oh, excuse me, only those in a meaningful relationship, of course," and he cackled with laughter at his  own wit.
Karen, who didn’t think it amusing, kept a straight and  glowering face while deploring the sycophantic smiles of  certain of her fellow officers. "That’s all very well, sir." She  didn’t quite dare say that was all very funny, and she knew  the "sir" didn’t justify everything. "But don’t we have to do  more to find out where the victims are? I mean, the ones  who’ll conceal what happens to them at any price?"
"We have Hurt-Watch, Karen," said Wexford, and got  a look from Southby for using her Christian name. "We’re  alerting everyone through advertising in the Courier  and leafleting every household. A police representative—  and that’ll be one of us—will go on Newsroom South-East  and talk about it. I don’t see at the moment what more we  can do."
"Okay. Thank you, sir. It’s just that the whole business  is on the increase—but, thanks."
He had concentrated on the meeting for the hour that  it lasted, and he also had resisted smiling, without much  difficulty, at the ACCD’s wit. The moment it was over,  the thought came winging back into his head: Talking of  secrecy, what was there about this boyfriend that he had to  be concealed from Lizzie’s friends as well as her parents,  and why wouldn’t she admit to him now?
The Hide was probably not the dullest and least interesting looking structure in the whole of Kingsmarkham. The  Muriel Campden tower was uglier and some office blocks  starker, but among sizable houses standing in their own  grounds The Hide had no rivals in the category of boring  buildings not worth a second glance. That few people  would have given it that second glance or even noticed it  at all had been a factor in its purchase by Griselda Cooper  and Lucy Angeletti as a center and temporary home for  the victims of domestic violence.
It was necessary for the house to be inconspicuous yet  appear to have nothing to hide, dreary without being sinister, and dull with a dullness that excited no comment.  Once it had been numbered 12 Kingsbrook Valley Drive,  but the number plate had been removed and no nameplate lettered THE HIDE had replaced it. Its telephone  number was unlisted. Only its helpline number was  known. Every call box in Kingsmarkham, Stowerton,  Pomfret, and the villages had posted in its interior The  Hide’s helpline number. But nothing on the cards said  where the house was or its purpose, or who sought and  found sanctuary there.
Almost the first question Sylvia Fairfax had asked when  she first went to work for the helpline was, "Why the  secrecy?"
"In nine cases out of ten," Griselda Cooper said, "husbands or partners or boyfriends, whoever’s responsible for  the abuse, come looking for them. This way it makes it  harder to find them. Not impossible but harder."
"But they do get here?"
"Some do. We had one got over the wall. It’s ten feet  high with barbed wire on the top, but he got over. After  that we changed the barbed wire for razor wire."
The garden was large. Trellis raised the height of the  walls between The Hide and Nos. 10 and 14 Kingsbrook  Valley Drive. The lawn was mown and the shrubs occasionally pruned, but otherwise the garden was untended.  There was a swing and a climbing frame for the children,  and Lucy Angeletti, who was The Hide’s fund-raiser, was  trying to get enough money together to create a proper  play area.
The neighbors at Nos. 10 and 14, and at Nos. 8 and  16 too, had got wind of this intention and were mounting a rival campaign to put a stop to it. The Hide and its  occupants were not popular in Kingsbrook Valley Drive.  People thought it constituted a danger to the peace of the  area and an encouragement to crime. The house itself was  a big square box without wings or gables or porch, built in  1886 by a man with a large family who wanted to save  expense. Even the roof, though not entirely flat, was  scarcely discernible from the street, being concealed by a  bald brick wall that ran around the top of the house above  the fourth-floor windows. The only decorations on the  dull reddish-brown brick house were the buff-colored  stone facings around the flat sash windows. All this was  half-hidden by the laurel bushes that dominated the front  garden and by the two ilexes, cemetery trees whose leaves  never fell but merely grew darker and dustier with time.
Inside, it was quite different, pale colors and pretty curtains, and pictures on the walls. Well, posters rather than  pictures. Lucy had had the bright idea of buying sheets of  wrapping paper, the kind that has flower paintings on it or  maps of the world or La Dame à la Licorne, and getting  them framed. The furniture was from secondhand shops  or contributed by supporters, and the floor covering  came from the carpet warehouse on the Stowerton Road where all the stock was cheap because it had been damaged by fire. There was never sufficient money. Lucy’s hair  had gone gray through worrying about getting enough  funds to keep The Hide going, though perhaps it would  have changed color anyway as premature grayness ran in  her family.
Lack of money was the reason Sylvia and Jill Lewis  and Davina Crewe got no pay for answering the phone  to the women who appealed for help and sometimes for  refuge. Ideally, the helpline should have operated from  elsewhere. But there was no elsewhere. Griselda Cooper  lived on the premises and Lucy Angeletti in a one-bedroom  flat in Stowerton. The Hide had no offices apart from  two poky rooms in the basement at 12 Kingsbrook  Valley Drive. The two phone lines manned by Jill and  Davina, sometimes by Griselda and Lucy, and now by  Sylvia, were in a room on the top floor alongside  Griselda’s tiny flat. Space was so precious that the other  two rooms on that floor had been converted into bedsits  for fugitive women, two single beds in one and three  plus a cot in the other. It wasn’t ideal but it was the best  they could do.
There was no lift. Sylvia had to toil up three flights of  stairs, from the ground floor where the living rooms  were—the lounge and the television room and the children’s playroom and the kitchen and the laundry room—  through the first and second stories, given over entirely to  bedsits and bathrooms—more bathrooms were another  priority when Lucy could get the funds—and up to the  top where the phones were. Children were usually playing  on the stairs. They weren’t supposed to, or to slide down  the banisters, but when the playroom was crowded and it  was raining, they hadn’t much choice.
Sylvia worked at The Hide two evenings a week, not  always the same evenings, up till midnight. Her husband  was usually at home to look after the boys, and if he  couldn’t be there, she knew they could go to her parents. She had taken on the job partly from the pressures of her  social conscience and her commitment to women’s causes,  and partly to get herself out of the house. When she was  at home, she and Neil either sat in silence or addressed  each other through the medium of their children or quarreled. Although she never talked about the state of her  marriage to her mother or her father, she did to friends  and she was fast making a friend of Griselda Cooper.
Griselda’s shift ended when Sylvia took over, but sometimes she stayed on for half an hour or even longer to talk.  She was a dozen years or more older than Sylvia, a single  woman who had a lover who took her out and about, and  away when she had a weekend off, an enviable lot. Sylvia  couldn’t help being envious, though Griselda had no children and would now never have. One evening Sylvia told  Griselda about her marriage, that she and Neil had married young and discovered too late they were less than  well-suited.
"Too late?" said Griselda, who had been divorced.
"I couldn’t break up the family. If we split up, it would  devastate my kids."
"That sounds like the sort of thing some of our callers  say. He’s half killed her and he will again, and she knows  he will, but she can’t break up the family."
The phone rang and Griselda picked up the receiver.  "The Hide helpline. How can I help you?" She spoke in  the calmest, warmest, and most comforting tone she  could achieve, and that was very calm and warm and  comforting.
Sylvia could tell there was silence at the other end.  There often was. Women lost their nerve or didn’t know  what to say or, worst of all, the man of the house had  come into the room where the phone was.
Griselda waited, repeating her words, "How can I  help you," then, "We’re here to help you," and "Won’t  you tell me what your problem is? Anything you say will  be in confidence."
After ten minutes’ perseverance she put the phone  down regretfully. "I could hear her breathing," Griselda  said. "I heard her sigh. God knows, I hope she’ll call back.  Maybe she will and you’ll take it."
"What you were saying just now," Sylvia said, "before  the call came, about a man half killing a woman but still  she won’t break up the family, Neil has never laid a finger  on me. And, d’you know, working here and listening to all  this, hearing from these women and what they go  through, has done me good. I mean, it’s actually done my  marriage good."
"You’re joking."
"The other night I went home from here and it was the  middle of the night, of course, and I went home and got  into bed—oh, yes, we share a bed—crazy, eh?—and I got  into bed beside him—he was asleep, sleeping so peacefully, like a child, and I—I thought, you’ve always been kind  to me and gentle and patient, and I’ve never appreciated  that. And I—I put my arm around him and lay beside  him and hugged him. That’s something I haven’t done for  years ..."
"Come on," said Griselda, "don’t cry. Well, do cry if it  makes you feel better."
She put her arm around Sylvia, but only for a moment,  because the phone was ringing again.
A designer in textiles who lived and worked in Pomfret  had had her entire stock stolen. The collection, quilted  coats and waistcoats, bedcovers and throws, as well as  batik wall hangings, dresses, tablecloths, and napkins,  had been housed in the basement, which had been converted two years before into a workshop. The basement  window was barred and the door into the area double-locked and bolted, but the window of the cloakroom, a  cupboard-sized place containing lavatory and diminutive  washbasin, was open. Whoever had got through that  window must have been thin and lithe, and he or she had evidently removed the entire haul through the same  aperture.
"Or unbolted and unlocked that door from the inside,"  said Inspector Burden, "taken the stuff out, gone back,  bolted and locked the door again, and escaped through  that broken window."
"I couldn’t do it," said Wexford sadly. "If it were half  the size, I couldn’t." He looked critically at Burden, whose  new taupe-colored suit enhanced his slimness. "And I’m  bound to say you couldn’t either, Mike. Did they put a kid  in there? A kind of Oliver Twist?"
"God knows. We’ve found no prints apart from her  own and the guy she lives with. She values the stuff that’s  gone at fifty thousand pounds."
"Does she now? I thought these craftspeople were supposed to be on the breadline. You know what they say,  that they’d make more dosh going out cleaning than they  do from their exquisite needlework, pots, batik, et cetera."
"That’s what she values it at. It’s got nothing to do  with whether she can sell it or not. By the way, before I  forget, we’ve had another mum phoned up to say her  daughter’s missing."
Wexford banged the desktop with both fists. "Why  didn’t you say so before?"
Burden didn’t answer. Always particular about his  appearance, he fingered his tie, also a shade of taupe but  patterned discreetly in dark red and pale blue, and  looked about him for a mirror. A small one had always  hung on Wexford’s yellow wall between the door and the  filing cabinet.
"It’s gone," Wexford said impatiently. "I don’t like mirrors or ’looking glasses,’ as my old dad used to call them.  I look in one to shave in the morning, I have to, and that’s  enough for the day. I’m not a male model."
"Evidently," said Burden, by now studying the best  image of his face and neck he could get, their reflection in  the glass that covered Wexford’s Chagall print. "I don’t know what’s wrong with this tie, it goes crooked whatever  I do."
"For God’s sake, take it off then. Or do as I do and  have two ties to wear on alternate days, the blue one on  Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays and the red one on  Tuesdays and Thursdays, and vice versa the next week.  Now perhaps you’ll tell me about this missing girl."
Burden sat down on the other side of Wexford’s desk.  "It’s almost certainly nothing, Reg. Do you know that  there are more than forty thousand teenagers missing in  this country? Of course you do. Anyway, this one won’t be  missing, she’s not a child, she’s eighteen and she’s probably  done a Lizzie Cromwell."
"And what might that be?"
"I mean she’s gone off with a boy or gone to visit  friends, or dropped out or something."
"What do you mean, ’dropped out’?"
"She’s at university somewhere. She came home here  for the weekend, went out on Saturday night, and hasn’t  been seen since."
"Time was," said Wexford, "when universities used to  stop undergraduates leaving the place to go home or anywhere else at weekends. Pity the custom’s changed. I suppose the mother knows she hasn’t just gone back to her  college—had they had a family row, for instance?"
"She says not. And the girl hasn’t gone back. Barry’s  checked with her hall of residence and her supervisor."
"What’s she called and where’s her home?"
"She’s called Rachel Holmes, Oval Road, Stowerton.  The mother’s Mrs. Rosemary Holmes, divorced, lives  alone when the girl’s not there. She’s a medical secretary in  Dr. Akande’s practice."
Turning away from his reflection, a ghostly face dimly  mirrored behind Chagall’s flying lovers, Burden began to  explain. Rachel had gone out at eight or thereabouts on  Saturday night with the intention of meeting a group of  friends in a pub. Her mother didn’t know which pub nor yet where Rachel was going afterward, but it would have  been some club or a friend’s house. It was unlikely that she  would be home before two or three the next morning.
"When she was younger," Mrs. Holmes had said to  Detective Sergeant Barry Vine, "I made her carry a mobile  with her and she’d ring me to tell me where she was. But  you can’t do that when they’re over eighteen, can you?  She’s at university, after all. I don’t know what she’s doing  when she’s there, do I? I don’t know what time she comes  in at night when she’s there. So what’s the point of worrying if she’s late when she’s at home? I do worry, though, of  course I do. I didn’t sleep a wink on Saturday night."
"So she phoned us today, did she?" Wexford asked.
"Phoned and came in to report a missing person."
"Why did she wait so long?"
"Don’t know. Vine got the impression the girl’s one of  these bolshie teenagers, the kind who might give her  mother a hard time if she reported her missing when she’s  just off somewhere up to her own devices."
Wexford sat silent for a moment. He was anxious not  to become obsessive, not to let a single not very important  case take over and dominate his mind. But he was also  aware that it is hard to alter one’s nature, especially at his  age. This was the way he was, and to attempt a change  would be a violation of his character and not necessarily  otherwise advantageous.
"You surely aren’t thinking of going to see Mrs.  Holmes?" said Burden almost derisively. "Barry’s got it in  hand."
"I’m thinking of going back to see the Crownes and  Lizzie Cromwell." Wexford got up. "If they know the  Holmeses or the two girls know each other, it would be  very interesting indeed."
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